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Challenges in Volunteer Management:
Factors of Undesirable olunteer Behavior
Iryna Bilan
Grand Valley State University
Abstract
This paper compares different perspectives on factors that drive volunteer behavior in
a direction against an organization’s policies, principles, or desired preferences. Often
volunteer managers arevchallenged to enforce rules and policies in response to volunteer’s
disruptive behavior while being afraid to cause volunteer withdrawal. This exploratory
research provides an analysis of undesirable volunteer behavior by using two different
volunteer behavior, two key concepts — perceived organizational support and psychological
their efforts to prevent withdrawal of volunteers. The implementation ofgood managerial
practices in volunteer management is recognized as necessary. Therefore, a synthesized
a
relationship between an increase of organizational investment in volunteer management
Keywords: volunteer behavior, volunteer withdrawal, rule-breaking,
Today, volunteer experience is listed in a curriculum vitae of almost
every job applicant, as it seems to be a social norm and a good predictor
is still relatively young, in the process of continual development, and

characteristics: it is “an activity undertaken out of free will, for the general
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public good and where monetary reward is not the principal motivating
volunteering activities and focus on the act itself, while leaving hidden the

deliberate helping activities that extend over time, are engaged in without
expectation of reward or other compensation and often through formal
the type of relationships within the volunteering sector. However, it still
does not capture all the dimensions of volunteerism. Types of volunteer
activities, reciprocal relationships, and motives to volunteer are numerous,
further in this paper.

symptoms for people who engaged in volunteering in addition to their paid
job roles.
rapidly increasing along with growing competition for funding, limited
resources, and high turnover rates of mid-level and entry-level professional
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Factors of Undesirable Volunteer Behavior
While struggling to attain necessary funds for sustainable growth,
skills and expertise from the volunteer talent pool. Further, by delegating
effectiveness, since paid staff will get more time and resources to devote
suggest that:

to reduce payroll costs while maintaining the same level of functioning

usually serve on a voluntary basis and without compensation, can be a great
example in their fundraising efforts and advocacy for a charitable cause or a
capital campaign.
However, a typical misunderstanding of the real value of “volunteer

problematic behavior of volunteers, their episodic involvement, and total

expenses, such as money or staff time spent for a volunteer program and

of volunteers from two consecutive years, more than one-third of those
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volunteering in the United States is decreasing and hit its lowest point for
Considering the prevailing trends, dealing with problematic volunteer
when people willingly donate their time and energy to support a cause of
their choice, the dilemma between retaining volunteers engaged and holding

assistance over enforcing compliance “even if it means enabling disruptive
volunteers, where they may neglect to enforce rules and policies because
of the lack of resources and unpaid nature of the voluntarily donated time
increase retention and nurture their motivation and commitment? This
research aims to explore the context and factors impacting relationships
The focus of this research is on types of volunteer behavior that can

through mediators, and may lead to undesirable behavior, or in the opposite,
drive positive performance and increase volunteer retention.
Methodology
The focus of this research is on identifying different approaches to
understanding major factors that determine and direct volunteer behavior.
relation to volunteer management practices. Literature was collected by
8
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using the search terms volunteer, behavior, retention, and withdrawal both
separately and by using combined terms. Additionally, some sources were

Organizational Withdrawal
common undesirable volunteer behavior. Taking into account investments
this behavior can be expensive. In a comparative study of volunteer and
withdrawal as, “a general group of behaviors and intentions that are
outlined two types of employee withdrawal: job withdrawal and work

The family of work withdrawal behaviors includes lateness, absence, and
unfavorable job behaviors, such as missing company meetings, wasting

since a person desires to be removed from a current job environment.
psychological processes to engage in work or job withdrawal for both
categories of paid and unpaid workers are similar. This implies that
volunteers and employees should be treated similarly within the workplace
regarding rule enforcement or reward system practices, for example. Also,
the authors discovered overall stronger commitment and lesser withdrawal
inclination of volunteers comparable to employees, which brings into
consideration that paid staff should be targeted for reducing negative
of interrelationships between volunteers and employees, such as tensions in
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another in a positive manner, these perceptions are manifest as intentions
towards staff behavior to improve volunteer retention is supported by the

volunteers’ individual characteristics, such as family events, moving to a
new house, changing jobs, etc. The other group of factors is concerned

turnover, seven were related to either the individual’s experience of
were the only two individual factors that were related to job withdrawal

engagement and its relationship to volunteer commitment and intentions

the relationship between volunteer commitment and satisfaction on one

volunteer satisfaction and commitment more actively and in a more positive
way than job engagement, which helps to diminish their intent to leave.
10
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Disruptive Behavior

and personal needs from volunteering more than on the goals of the
can result, according
two types of disruptive behavior: rule-breaking and volunteer uncertainty.
Rule-breaking. Rule-breaking can arise in a situation when an
volunteer feels uncomfortable following the rules set to achieve those goals.
to feel emotionally happy from spending time with a dog prevailed over
guidelines for walking dogs were taking the volunteer away from enjoying
the process, such as stopping during a walk whenever the dog would like
to do it instead of having a desired uninterrupted stroll, these regulations
were neglected. Also, the feeling of discomfort perceived by volunteers
personally or in relation towards others may also lead to breaking the rules:
Volunteers acknowledge that they do not want to make people in the
neighborhood feel uncomfortable by asking them to keep their dogs
away. Volunteers know, that their primary role is to spend time with
the dogs and get them out of the Kennel. Some of the rules, however,
make that less enjoyable and the volunteers believe that they are not
Another example of disruptive behavior can be illustrated through a
shelter. Ignoring the sign on the door, some volunteers approached staff
that she could not enforce the rule and explain a need to focus on her work.
The employee described it as kind of an ethical dilemma because it would
problem in this situation is a failure to enforce rules. The employee does not
feel comfortable doing it and the volunteer manager may not want to do it
either because of the possible departure of a volunteer.
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Sometimes rule-breaking can be predetermined by the individual
different types of high-stake volunteers: those who serve on a long-term

who would cross boundaries unknowingly, while just trying to get the work
done. Authors recommended identifying and constant monitoring of such
behavior and will be addressed further.

and lack of professional training. Another reason can be that rules and
policies may not be developed or fully explained in the resources provided
which are not necessarily described in the volunteer handbook and can only
be communicated verbally. The goal for volunteer managers should be to
new ones, consistently observed and reported.
Another reason for breaking the rules, which is also related to
uncertainties, stems from a lack of rule enforcement, which may be
earlier, volunteer managers or staff performing such roles often may
be cautious in using control and accountability instruments to enforce
regulations as they are afraid to lose volunteers. However, the managerial
practice of not reacting appropriately to rule-breaking behavior may lead
to a snowball effect regarding other volunteers, who might repeat such
behaviors and continue to behave unfavorably. Finally, the rule-breaking can
12
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can be offended by the volunteer’s inappropriate conduct.
Role ambiguity is the most common problem regarding uncertainties in

most likely will lead to uncertainties in the volunteer’s perception of their
volunteers would learn about their role responsibilities in a summer camp
exclusively from other volunteers. The program coordinator from another
summer camp indicated that such situation happens naturally, as staff is
not physically present in the camp and therefore they intentionally rely on
communication practices may lead to psychological contract violations

feel some level of personal agency leading to higher satisfaction and
reduce the level of volunteers’ satisfaction and contribution. Moreover,

A common area where role ambiguity can cause serious tensions

volunteers are legally responsible for their governing decisions and may

of assigned responsibilities.
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be at risk. Board volunteers do not have traditional managers, but that role
is usually performed by the board chair, sometimes in cooperation with the
executive director, and conjunction with staff. The importance of board
members’ accountability should lead staff and the board chair to ensure that
any possible uncertainties in policies are eliminated and that the board is
regularly educated and reminded of their responsibilities.
Finally, volunteer uncertainty is also related to the lack of social

that when guidelines are vague, important information or updates on
work assignments can be transferred more effectively by word of mouth
may have more information about the appropriate course of action than
disengaged. For example, not all volunteers may read board postings
on the board in the volunteer lounge more likely will be communicated to
the socially engaged volunteer in a friendly chat with another volunteer or a
staff member, rather than to the isolated one.

and total disengagement of oneself from volunteering. Another dimension
work withdrawal and relates to lateness, absence, and unfavorable job
dimension of volunteer behavior and factors that may drive it, which she
describes as disruptive. Accordingly, disruptive behavior “may stem from

of work withdrawal. By looking at antecedents, the key factors of driving
behavioral response for work withdrawal are related to satisfaction and
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factors of volunteer disruptive behavior in more instrumental ways: role
ambiguity, rule ambiguity, and volunteer isolation. These factors are not
mutually exclusive and may be applied simultaneously. Therefore, it is
withdrawal along with lateness, absence, and unfavorable behavior. To
identify whether or not a relationship between discussed factors exists, the
may guide volunteer behavior in either negative or positive directions.

Functional Motives

who were eager to explore the theme of benevolent assistance and personal
analysis among other theories. This approach considers the reasons,
purposes, goals, and plans, which are behind the personal and social

intentions by helping others. An understanding function relates to an
individual seeking new knowledge, experiences, and skills, while a career
function is more directly focused on means to enhance professional
opportunities. An enhancement function is correlated with an inner
personal need to feel good about personal identity and increase self-esteem.
A protective motive derives from a volunteer’s own negative feelings of
guilt or sadness.
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Additionally, a social motive being described as “struggles with other
volunteers in the group” had a half-connection and represented only an
Therefore, it was suggested that a social motive should be distinguished
as internal and external because it relates to the social aspects directed

environment, which will be explored next.
Contextual Factors

and future expectations, and constantly being traded off. The individual
set of factors includes personal emotions and attitudes to volunteerism,
which are changing over time based on volunteer’s experiences. The
interpersonal
volunteer coordinators who explained the essence of the relationship
and appreciated. If people get that in a voluntary sector setting then they
volunteers are in focus of the interpersonal type of contextual factors
and, because of the social nature of staff communication, may be tightly
interwoven within the next category.
The third is the organizational perspective focused on met and unmet
are based on the level of support they receive. Evidence-based studies

retention program along with taking into account personal motives on
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own perceived obligations. This concept is based on social exchange theory

Psychological Contract Theory: Expectations and Organizational
Support
In a study of board members’ volunteer behavior, Farmer and Fedor
psychological contract, which refers to
“an individual’s beliefs regarding the terms and conditions of a reciprocal

perceived organizational support (POS)
volunteer’s behavior positively or negatively. Moreover, the authors

that had stronger effects on volunteer participation.
overlook particular unmet expectations in their work but particularly

contract has lesser effects on volunteer participation then perceived

a similar study also based on social exchange theory. Authors aimed
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“coworker support,” and specifying the condition of the psychological
psychological contract breach, the

associated with volunteers’ intention to remain.
contribution to a cause has been made, volunteers “perceive an obligation
of reciprocity in their relationships and use this perception when forming

volunteer withdrawal.
Implications for Practice
across the United States for the past several years has been caused by a lack
of strategic approach to volunteer recruitment, management, and retention
processes. In a summary of good volunteer management practices,

volunteers with training and professional development when only onepaid employee to work with volunteers.
Failing to implement practices mentioned above can result in job and
work withdrawal, and especially volunteer uncertainty. Among reviewed
two key categories of focus — met expectations, which are being formed at
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to have an employee who can manage these relationships well. However,

intentions, personal values and match them accordingly with available

recruitment messages appropriately to satisfy volunteer expectations within

marketing effort in recruitment process. By knowing what factors drive
volunteers’ motivation to participate the volunteer manager can ensure a
diminish the possibility of disruptive behavior, and rule-breaking especially,
mismatch.
and at the same time constantly competing for scarce resources, cannot
ignore a need for a serious approach to volunteer management. Relatively
small issues, such as ambiguity of role assignments or uncertainty about

well as a possibility of disruptive behavior, sound managerial practices in
volunteer management should be adopted and endorsed, especially by the
Limitations and Future Research
This paper focused on a limited number of resources, and therefore
cannot be considered as comprehensive research. Perhaps other approaches
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favorable behaviors may provide different perspectives. While
study offers a useful foundation of theoretical insight to outlining types of
undesirable volunteer behavior and its antecedents.
For future research, it will be useful to examine how the increase of

support, volunteer rule-breaking, and unfavorable job behaviors may be

Recommendations
In a situation of reciprocal and relational-based exchanges when it
is particularly challenging to enforce desirable behavior, adopting sound
managerial practices can help to guide it in a positive direction. Considering

the most critical factors to which volunteermanagers should pay close
by managers for their volunteer management planning process and help
focus on ensuring positive and desirable volunteer behavior:
and write job descriptions that include necessary skills sought, role

assign volunteers with tasks that match their individual needs and
abilities in the best way.
enforce compliance to volunteer guidelines while updating
policies and role responsibilities when necessary.
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opportunities for staff-volunteer engagement and
relationship-building.
effectiveness of volunteer program by surveying volunteers, staff,
service and personal achievements.
Following these basic steps and constant monitoring of trends and best
practices in volunteer management will help managers to reduce the number
of awkward situations when rules and policies need to be enforced, along
with increasing volunteer tenure and commitment.
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